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The Sequel

Pima College managed to outdo itself on September 27, 2003 with Con Cornos Aqui 2.  Sequels rarely outdo the original, but “Con Cornos Aqui 2” is now part of the history of sequels that outdid the original production.  In this case, the original was a resounding success in its own right.  The success of the sequel shows a commitment to quality combined with a winning formula.

The original concept appeared in the form of “Con Cornos Aqui,” which was presented by Pima County Community College in September 2002.  It was the brainchild of Victor Valenzuela.  In less than a year he managed to assemble the first “Con Cornos Aqui,” which proved to be a resounding success.  Such success on a first attempt reflects a commitment to the horn that deserves respect and recognition.  A year later, he managed to outdo the original with “Con Cornos Aqui 2.”  No one is an island and the means for his hard work to see fruit required the support of the college.  The ability to see far enough into the machine to allow Victor to bring these workshops to reality reflects the quality of Pima College management.  Tucson is indeed fortunate.
For me the day began with my arrival at about 6:30 AM.  I made a beeline for the practice rooms where I ran through my basic daily routine.  Then I put the horn down and spent some time surveying the bulletin boards and briefly chatting with another early arrival.  At 7 AM the registration table opened where I picked up a name tag and a workshop packet.  The envelope included program details, three blank sheets of notebook paper, and two blank sheets of music paper.  This packet was ready for action, as most horn players pack pencils with their brass.
Warm Up, Cool Down

The first Master Class began at 7:30 AM.  It was given by Professor Keith Johnson, Professor of Horn at the University of Arizona and Principal horn of the Arizona Opera.  Professor Johnson led a practical discussion on the subject of Warm-Up.  He complemented his talk with a multi sheet handout consisting of brief text and some warm-up excerpts.

He launched the master class with a discussion of what a warm-up is and how it differs from a workout.  It is an important issue, which he augmented with examples of how he uses warm-ups throughout the day.  The discussion eventually worked its way to the concept of cool-downs.

Professor Johnson shared an observation that after 40 years of horn playing he has come to settle on warm-up ideas eventually settled upon by earlier accomplished artists.  His talk was original and stimulating in this regard.  He showed examples from Singer, Farkas, Schuller, Hoss, Stagliano, and some which I suspect are from his own pen.  He pointed out that one common element is often a sequence of individual middle register notes followed by rests.  He also discussed a novel exercise by Hoss and Stagliano designed to relax facial muscles where one step involves puffing out ones cheeks.  In this exercise, the player concentrates on opening ones throat when sounding a low register note.  After a brief rest, the octave higher middle register note is similarly sounded.  Then after another short rest, that same middle register note is sounded while allowing ones cheeks to gradually puff out.  A starter sequence could be low C, middle C, and middle C with eventually puffed cheeks.

The discussion of widely recognized published techniques was complemented by a methodology he designated the “The Junior High Warm-Up,” which he recommends to everyone.  He calls it “The Junior High Warm-UP” because it serves as a valuable aid to beginning students.  In addition to other benefits, regularly playing the exercise helps beginning students to reliably sound the middle “G.”  Then if a student has trouble finding a pitch, that student can first play the first note of the warm-up and with the reference “G” in hand, go after an eluding pitch, such as Bb.  He feels that the middle register quality of the exercise makes it attractive to all players.

The excerpts also included preliminary exercises addressing flexibility and articulation.

Another unique element of his talk addressed cool-down exercises.  He pointed out that if one just stops at the end of a rigorous workout, that one’s embouchure may be stiff and unresponsive the next day.  In fact, it may not respond at all the next day no matter how hard one tries to loosen it up.  One way to avoid this is to spend the last ten or fifteen minutes doing cool-down exercises to gradually relax the facial muscles.
This reminded me of a childhood hiking lesson.  Stopping on a long steep ascent to rest will promote stiffness and cause ever greater difficulty to completing the ascent.  A useful alternative is to maintain a slower methodical aerobic rhythm synchronized with ones breathing.  This method keeps the hiker moving and gaining elevation, while in effect “partially resting.”  It seems that warming-down may be an analog to a person maintaining some motion to avoid becoming stiff.
I found the philosophy of the cool-down sufficiently intriguing to consider using it next time I over do it.

Professor Johnson completed his Master Class by leading a massed group warm that applied several warm-up techniques discussed.  The massed warm-up also included a Yoga-type stretching exercise designed to help the player to relax.  Professor Johnson keyed into the concept of relaxation and an open airway early in his talk.  This specialized exercise is a route he found to effectively achieve that goal.
Equipment

After a few minutes break, the program continued with a Master Class on Horn Equipment given by Thomas Greer of Moosewood Horn Requisites and Dennis Houghton of Houghton Custom Horns.  The discussion bounced around several topics relevant to horns and mouthpieces.
One point that caught my attention concerned valve leakage.  They demonstrated a method to test for a leak, where one pulls a valve crooke, holds a finger over that crookes entrance side, depresses that valve, and then blows with moderate pressure.  The leakage one hears or doesn’t hear is a qualitative measure of that valves tightness.  Like many, I assumed that leakage is always a bad thing.  This talk opened new horizons for me in that regard.  Apparently valve leakage, or blow by, can aid slurring from one note to another.  Alternatively, a tight valve group can serve to help lock notes into place and may make them more difficult to slur smoothly.  They drove their point with an example of a horn player that ordered a Lawson Horn, which they said are known to have very tight valves.  To aid slurring, this player requested a Lawson Horn with valves manufactured a little looser than normal.

The discussions on mouthpieces also raised several interesting points.  Among these is a caution regarding the depth of a mouthpiece shank into a horn.  A shank that extends too deeply may deleteriously affect the placement of notes in the horn.  Other notes are that a large bore can sometimes create a “soft purple” sound and that a deep bore can contribute to a freer blowing horn.
The mouthpiece discussions also acknowledged the uniqueness individual players.  Differences in parameters such oral cavity, tooth array, and horn design can impact the appropriateness of a particular mouthpiece for an individual.

They also shared an observation useful to individuals testing mouthpieces.  Since the mouthpiece rim contacts the players embouchure, a strange rim can instantly make a mouthpiece feel uncomfortable regardless of the appropriateness of its other design parameters.  As such, when performing comparative tests, it is advantageous to have a familiar screw rim to move from one mouthpiece to another.
Franz Strauss
The next Master Class was given by John Ericson, Professor of Horn at Arizona State University.  It followed a brief block of time set aside for mingling and visiting exhibits.  Professor Ericson presented a short seminar on the biography and solo horn compositions of Franz Strauss.  Attendees received several information packed pages on Franz Strauss and his music.
Practically everyone knows of Franz Strauss, his relationship to Richard Strauss, and of his importance to the horn world.  Like most, I was unaware of his musical diversity and personal tragedies.

As described in the biographic notes provided, Franz Strauss was born in 1822.  In 1827 his father abandoned the family leaving him to be raised by his mother and three uncles.  As a youth he studied music with an uncle.  He learned violin, guitar, clarinet, and brass instruments.
In 1851 he married Elise Seiff, whose father was a regimental band director.

In 1854, at 32, his 10 month old son died of tuberculosis and his wife and daughter died of cholera.  That year, chronic asthma also forced him to take time off from playing the horn.

In 1863 he married Josephine Pschorr, the daughter of a brewer.  A year later, Richard Strauss came into the world.
In his career, Franz Strauss played horn in several Wagnerian premiers, including Meistersinger, Rheingold, and Walkure.  Earlier in 1855, he played viola during the premier of Tannhauser, while he was returning to the horn after putting it down due to asthma.
Franz Strauss’ career included numerous musical publications and significant professional recognitions.  He died at 83 in 1905.

Professor Ericson integrated a discussion of Franz Strauss compositions with the biographical summary.  The compositional structure Strauss employed was often varied.  Several of his works were published in multiple, sometimes significantly different, editions.  It seems that the definitive compilation and understanding of the music of Franz Strauss is still in the making.

(Remainder of page intentionally blank.)

The class notes and handouts prepared by Professor Ericson included the following quote, attributed to Hermann Tuckermann, Franz Strauss’ last student:
“The method of Franz Strauss is first of all to emphasize tone quality.  He always said ‘Only by sustaining tones and by interval studies can you achieve a noble tone.’  Therefore each lesson began with tonal exercises.  With his students he worked through the horn concertos,  and the important parts from opera and concert literature.  He never accepted a fee for his lessons.  His main interest was to impart his experience and skill to hornists.”

David Cripps Master Class

The next Master Class was presented by David Cripps, Lecturer of Horn at Northern Arizona University.  Mr. Cripps is a former Principal Horn of the London Symphony Orchestra.  His more popular claim to fame is having played the horn solos in the first three Star Wars movies and the first two Superman movies.  While people may not recognize the LSO, they do recognize the movies.
His Master Class took the form of a brief biography followed by questions.  Among his first comments was an observation that the horn is the same length as the tuba, but unlike the tuba the horn is equipped with a comparatively small mouthpiece.  This was an effective way to illustrate a basis for some of the horn’s technical challenges.
While describing his background, Mr. Cripps mentioned that he started out as a self taught student with a terrible embouchure.  In the class I asked him how his embouchure evolved to its current form.  His response seemed to follow a philosophy that each individual’s anatomy is unique to the extent that it is a subject most often left alone.  I know from the days of my earliest studies that the whole issue of embouchure and changing embouchures is a controversial one.  To me, the controversy stands out as a red flag reflecting our limited understanding of the entire issue.

Though only related to embouchure, later he did discuss the subject of mouthpiece pressure.  The horn literature describes an exercise where one places a horn on a table or platform, where upon the player sounds a note without holding the instrument in place.  Mr. Cripps observed that some players interpret these exercises to imply that one should use almost no mouthpiece pressure.  As a practical matter he pointed out that players need to use mouthpiece pressure to varying degrees, depending on what one is playing.  This generally means less pressure for low notes and more pressure for high notes.  Regarding the high notes, he pointed out the importance for differentiating between static mouthpiece pressure over the embouchure and pressure on the embouchure aperture created by squeezing ones lips together.
Though some questions were directed towards the movies, one in particular brought out a revealing description of what life in the recording studies used to be like.  Mr. Cripps described his experiences, which seemed grueling at best.  Recording movie music in today’s studios was outside the scope of the question.  Hopefully the process has improved over the intervening years.
Exhibit B

As with last year, exhibitors contributed greatly to the success of the workshop.  They provided an opportunity for players to meet them, try out instruments and mouthpieces, and fill in some of the gaps in their music libraries.  This years exhibitors included C. G. Conn Horns, Beavers’s Band Box, Finke Horns, Henslee Music Publications, Houghton Custom Horns, and Moosewood Horn Requisites.

This year one of my first stops in the exhibit hall was the Moosewood mouthpiece collection.  Though I am not looking to change my mouthpiece, I am all too aware that I am playing on a one of a kind mouthpiece and carry a constant worry as to how to replace it should something happen to it.  As such, I wanted to identify potential replacements if necessary.  As long as I was looking I was also curious as to how other mouthpieces would affect my playing on my horn.  As such, I brought in my Lewis and started trying out a few of the mouthpieces.  After a few definite negatives, Tom Greer asked me what kind of horn I had.  I told him a Lewis and he selected a Moosewood Model “B” from his collection as the mouthpiece he considers designed for Geyer-type horns.
The only problem, which turned out to be an advantage, is that he didn’t have a rim on that mouthpiece.  My Giardinelli manufactured mouthpiece is equipped with a screw rim so we decided to use that rim on the Moosewood Model “B.”  The next problem is that I hadn’t removed that rim since 1982, so it gave every indication of being firmly stuck in place.  Tom has apparently experienced this behavior in the past and soon had a workable solution in hand.  He obtained a section of a wood 2 X 4 with a clean surface.  To my trepidation, he gave the mouthpiece one hard whack on the side of the rim against the wood.  I noticed a definite impact depression in the side of the 2 x 4.  During the operation I feared that he might scratch the thin gold plate on the rim, but it seems to have survived the ordeal intact.  To my surprise, the rim then easily unscrewed.

I tried the mouthpiece and instantly saw that practically the entire range of the horn seemed to respond better.  This was however accompanied by a very different kind of sound.  It seemed like a nice sound, but it was so different from my normal sound that I wasn’t sure which I preferred at the time.  While going through the range I found that I couldn’t play high C or above, nor pedal C or below.  This made me uneasy for I didn’t know if I my lip was stiff, if it was harder with the different mouthpiece, or if it was merely a matter of getting used to a different mouthpiece.  After trying for a while, I switched back to my mouthpiece.  I found that I at first had trouble with these notes, but they came back after a few tries.  I also noted how different it sounded from the Moosewood design.  I knew I liked that sound, but remained confused on the issue.  I switched back to the Moosewood mouthpiece and found that with several tries that I was able to begin to access the notes at the extreme ends of my range.  I switched back and forth several times noting the change in sound and the comfortable feel of all the notes I could easily sound on the Moosewood.  I figured that response at the extremes of my range were probably issues of adaptation.  The net effect is that I remained undecided.  The Moosewood would probably be a suitable replacement, but it would require me to accept what seems like a radical change in sound.
These mouthpiece experiments also imprinted an unexpected result on me for the rest of the day.  It may have followed from a combination of playing on two different mouthpieces and pushing too much with the top of my high register.  For whatever reason, no horns seemed to respond well to me for the rest of the day, including my own.  The next day, I felt that I had just played too much.  This seemed to lend credence to the advice that one not mess with mouthpiece experiments when engaged in important playing.  Fortunately, any playing that I did was of little consequence.
Concierto de Tardes

The program heading “Concierto de Tardes” followed the lunch break and marked the beginning of the day’s performances.
Victor Valenzuela provided the transition from lunch to the recital hall with his performance of Nocturno, Op. 7 by Franz Strauss.  Victor is Professor of Brass at Pima County Community College.  The work began with a piano introduction suitable for a relaxing moment after lunch.  In the midst of the introduction, Victor began to play.  His first note was performed with a delicate crescendo giving it a character which seemed to almost come of the piano itself.  It proved an effective way to integrate the horn with the piano line.  The composition was performed with great depth of expression which was amplified by the ease with which he played it.  His eyes were closed throughout giving him every appearance of being within the music itself.
The next composition, “Fanfare and Interlude for Solo Horn,” was composed and performed by Jacquelyn Sellers, Principal Horn of the Tucson Symphony.  This is a unique piece performed by a player with a unique sound.  Audiences rarely hear fanfares for single instruments performed in concert halls.  This proved an interesting exception.  The composition began with a character suitable for a fanfare.  There were lots of notes jumping around, but these notes were also long enough to show a distinctly different kind of horn sound.  It differs from my own concepts, but it fit well with the opening.  Later the composition took on what seemed to be an Eastern character.  I found this section intriguing and her unique horn sound seemed particularly well suited to it.  I was taken by the extent to which Ms. Sellers composed a piece so well suited to her style of playing.  She was clearly in her element, which also contributed to the success of the performance.
These solo works were followed by several compositions for horn ensemble.  First was Hornissimo by Burton Hardin.  It was performed by the University of Arizona Horn Studio conducted by Professor Keith Johnson.  This well known composition proved a good bridge to the horn ensemble segment of the performance.  It is a lively and colorful work that integrates several horn sonorities.  It was excellently performed.  In particular, I enjoyed the way the composition and the performers projected a strong low horn sound as part of the ensemble.
The U of A Horn Studio next performed “Suite for Six Horns,” by Roger Johnson.  This was another interesting piece that was excellently performed.  The beginning section features a solo horn playing open against a solo muted horn.  The clarity and quality of the open horn sound emphasized the contrasting, yet blended sound of the muted horn.  I was fascinated by how the two lines worked against and with each other.
After a brief pause for the appearance of a narrator, the U of A Horn Ensemble performed “Foxes Day Out,” by Clark McAlister.  This featured a narrator conveying a tale which seemed to be a version of a well known parable.  The narrator read the text to the accompanyment of a massed horn ensemble.  The number ratio of narrator to hornists would make it a good exercise for an acting student working on voice projection.  It proved a different kind of work that added another dimension to the symposium performances.
The concert continued with “Sextet No. 6” by Dauprat, performed by the Arizona State University Horn Studio, conducted by Professor John Ericson.  This fine composition was excellently performed.  The high horn obbligato, that seemed to go on forever, must have drawn great praise from many.
The ASU ensemble closed their performance with “Panis Angelicus,” by Cesar Frank, arranged by Leigh Martinet.  I enjoyed the performance.  I thought the reduction to all horns seemed to make it sound more elaborate than my memory of the piece.
The “Concierto de Tardi” closed with a performance of the First Movement of the Beethoven Fifth Symphony, arranged for eight horns by Keith Campbell.  This was performed by nine hornists of the Southern Arizona Horn Club, conducted by Victor Valenzuela.  I found the arrangement and the performance exciting and entertaining.  The horns more than adequately portrayed the orchestral voice.  The horn reduction of the Fifth proved a solid finale for the afternoon recitals.
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Mark Houghton Master Class

The recital was followed by a Master Class given by Mark Houghton, Principal Horn of the Phoenix Symphony.  Mark is 23 years old, making his landing top chair in Phoenix quite an accomplishment.  Victor asked him to talk a little about how he was able to accomplish so much so soon.  Part of Mark’s reponse is that both his parents are horn players, so the horn has been a part of his life, throughout his life.  This fate in life however is not unique.  Landing a principal position in a major orchestra is a signficant accomplishment at any age, so his achievement remains exceptional.
Mark asked for a volunteer for the Master Class.  I appreciated the open nature of the format, for no one was excluded as a candidate.  One woman came forward with Strauss’ Don Juan.  They started with the lyrical solo that begins on middle C#.  After a few pointers, the lesson quickly transitioned to the opening section.  This is not in the passage books I have and having never played the piece, it is the first time I heard just the opening horn line.  It covers quite a few notes.  The student played them well and Mark’s comments were insightful.  After giving the pointers on this section, he complemented his remarks by playing the excerpt himself.  It gave us a perspective to remember.  The lesson concluded with a brief study of the famous call.
The class included some discussion of auditions and what life is like playing in a major orchestra.  In his case, being the youngest member of an orchestra also brings added expectations that he works hard to meet.  The opportunity to hear the thoughts and playing of such an accomplished young player proved to be a unique benefit of the workshop.
Ensemble Rehearsals
This year’s workshop made it a point to provide everyone an opportunity to play and perform.  This had escaped last year’s workshop, so it was hard wired into the program this year.  Last year I was ambivalent on the matter for so much valuable ground was covered.  This year a period was set aside for three group ensembles.  These were young players, university players, and independent amateurs.
I was in the group of independent amateurs which was directed by Victor Valenzuela.  He chose a transcription of a piece by Sibelius.  It was a chorale like composition that allowed us to concentrate on fundamental aspects of playing in a group, as opposed to technical issues.  As such, I found it a perfect match with what I hoped to get from the playing portion of the workshop.
Final Recital
The final recitals began with “Empfindungen am Meere,” Op. 12 by Franz Strauss, performed by Dr. John Ericson.  Early in the performance, I noted an interesting oscillation in the piano line which I assumed referenced the sea.  The composition projected a lyrical quality consistent with other works by F. Strauss.  I had not previously heard this composition and appreciated the opportunity to hear Dr. Ericson’s performance in real life.
Dr. Ericson next performed the “Fantasie,” Op. 2 by Franz Strauss.  It is a substantial work that included extensive lyrical and bravura elements.  Hearing this excellent performance in real life, proved to be another unique benefit of the workshop.
Next David Cripps performed “Hunter’s Moon,” by Gilbert Vinter.  Mr. Cripps delivered a short introduction to the piece noting some confusion within the piece as to just what sort of moon a hunter’s moon is.  My own thoughts as hunter is that I prefer there to be no moon (i.e., a new moon).  Moonlight enables animals to be out at night, feeding when you cannot hunt them (i.e., it is illegal).  Then when the sun comes up, they can spend the rest of the day safely sleeping and hiding until the next evening.  Regardless of what a hunter’s moon is, the composition proved complex, entertaining, and challenging.  Again, I appreciated hearing a first rate performance first hand.
The program continued with the Tucson Symphony Orchestra Horn Section playing “Fripperies,” Volume 2, Numbers 5 and 6, by Lowell Shaw.  Jacquelyn Sellers, Kristine Crandall, Victor Valenzuela, and Kathy Demlow combined their talents to bring a pair of works that entertained in the Shaw style.
The Tucson Symphony Horn Section followed the Shaw with a composition by Jacquelyn Sellers titled “Rhythm and Blues for Horn Quartet.”  It is a piece they use to demonstrate rhythm to young students.  It begins with sound effects as finger snapping and thigh slapping, which evolve to horn playing, and a mixture therein.  It proved an effective complement to the Shaw “Fripperies.”
A turn to a new sound came with the next performer.  Mark Houghton picked up the program with “Andante,” Op. Posthumous, by Richard Strauss.  The composition was delivered seemingly effortlessly. 
Mr. Houghton continued with “Intermezzo” by Reinhold Gliere.  I found it a real treat to hear a live professional rendition of this beautiful piece.
Mark Houghton presented “Alla Caccia” by Alan Abbott as his final selection.  It is a complex challenging work that proved to be another gem of the day to hear.  Mr. Houghton showed himself to be an outstanding performer who seems fated to a future in the horn world.

The Final recital came to a conclusion with three group performances.  An ensemble of professionals accompanying two young players, the handful of independent amateurs, and the university students.  This final concert gave everyone a part of the action and proved a fitting conclusion to a constructive horn day.
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